The pedagogy favoured by English teaching implicitly seeks to reproduce the dominant culture whilst through its students it maintains the status quo. However, it is increasingly becoming popular to question such pedagogies. Questioning such pedagogies is one way of disrupting the culture of dominance, thus prioritising the legitimacy of local cultures. This further creates understanding of the discourses that inform students' interaction with knowledge construction and reception. This paper analyses a challenge test, an entry test, given to potential BA Honours students. Grounded in critical pedagogy, the paper argues that the adoption of norm-referenced assessment as opposed to criterionreferenced assessment has placed English as a gatekeeping mechanism. The analysis reveals that the lecturer continues to exercise dominance. Furthermore, following ethnographic thick description of the motivations and contexts that inform the students' writing, the paper postulates that the assessment downplays the discourses represented in the texts. This reveals the imperialistic agenda that is embedded in the comments given by lecturers. The paper thus reveals how the assessment reflects the hegemony of English offering. Thus, adopting critical pedagogy brings into focus the contradictions that mainstream pedagogy fosters in inculcating the culture of student subservience whilst promoting the bureaucratic elitist position of the lecturer.
Introduction
English is undoubtedly the most spoken and studied language in the world. This is well celebrated by, among others, David Crystal (2012) , who regarded it as a global language. The facility in using English has long been associated with such notions as intelligence and civilisation (see Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o, 1996) . Whilst intelligence is arguably innate, civilisation suggests agents who are the custodians of that civility. In the case of English, the British (and lately the USA) have historically remained the custodians of the English language, and, through their programmes of civilisation, imperialism, and colonialism, have facilitated its spread and dominance around the colonised world (see Pakenham, 2014) . The English language has remained a powerful tool in maintaining the agendas of the civilisation mission, imperialistic expansion, and colonisation without appearing to do so (see Phillipson, 2009 ). For instance, the expansion of the utility of the English language under the guise of globalisation operates along the same lines as with colonisation (see Ntombela, 2012 ).
This research aims at investigating the imperialistic agenda in the English offering at an historically black university (HBU) in South Africa. It should be emphasised at the outset that the spread of a language, in this case English, follows the similar route of military and political conquest through the project of colonisation (see Spolsky, 1998) . It is in the administrative interest of the coloniser to have subjects learn the language of the master. There are two ways in which the subjects are immersed in the language of the coloniser: the first one is through unplanned language diffusion where the conquered finds it imperative to learn the language of the new masters for trade and education purposes. The other way is through a planned language diffusion policy (Spolsky, 1998) where the colonisers officialise their language(s) within the education system. This was the case in South Africa where Afrikaans and English-both colonial languages-were imposed as official languages on the majority of Africans. Although black South Africans, through linguistic resistance such as the 1976/77 Soweto Uprising, seem to have preferred English over Afrikaans (Ntombela, 2017) , the dependency on a colonial language arguably demonstrates not just the successful agenda of imperialism but the damage caused by colonialism through undermining the viability of local vernaculars. Although Spolsky (1998) has argued that the global demand for English has continually exceeded the supply-a phenomenon that English speaking countries have exploited, it is in the classroom that the agenda of linguistic imperialism finds its guise, and which this research seeks to investigate. Linguistic imperialism in the classroom finds its expression in teaching and assessment, but this research will focus on assessment.
Assessment
Through assessment, especially in higher education, students are faced with the reality of either success or failure. This is especially true when one form of assessment dominates, as shall be apparent later. Moreover, issues of assessment are in the hands of lecturers who become determinants of success or failure. This is because assessment is one area that directly deals with issues of power and control (McNamara, 2001 ). Bachman and Purpura (2008) rightly observed that assessments are often used to serve the purposes of gatekeeping and door opening. Shohamy (2007) is even more explicit in stating that assessments "are often used as gate-keeping tools to exclude unwanted groups" (p. 522). Higher Education Academy (HEA, 2016) underscored the importance of assessment on the grounds that it is assessment of student learning (meaning it measures the extent to which students have learnt) and for [emphases added] student learning (in which it assists learning. See also Clarence, Quinn, & Vorster, 2015) . Moreover, HEA (2016, p. 3) emphasised that innovative assessment should focus on "how students engage and participate (e. g., through devising assessment tasks and criteria)." This is important in that it includes students as active participants in the assessment scheme rather than being at the receiving end as has traditionally been the case.
Two forms of assessment are of interest to this study. Formative assessment is regarded as low stakes assessment in that students have a chance of improving given that it is the kind of assessment that is embedded in teaching (Biggs & Tang, 2007) . In fact, Biggs and Tang (2007) argued that the function of formative assessment is that of improving student learning and teaching itself by way of providing formative feedback during the teaching process. Feedback is therefore central to this form of assessment in that it promotes dialogic learning and teaching process (Clarence et al., 2015; HEA, 2016; Yorke, 2003) . In other words, this form of feedback promotes dialogue between students and teachers, and among students. In this way, assessment aids learning, that is, as students reflect on the feedback, they develop self-reflective skills that are essential in the market place and, therefore, invaluable for employability or furthering of studies (HEA, 2016) .
Furthermore, Clarence et al. (2015) asserted that success is increased when students are given fair assessment. By fair assessment, they meant that it is transparent and allows students to contribute towards it. It is through this contribution that students are able to prepare for the high stakes assessment.
Summative assessment, by contrast, is high stakes because it determines whether students progress to the next level or repeat the same level. Traditionally, most emphasis and weight are put on summative assessment. However, Knight (2002, p. 279) contended that summative assessment is "marked by unequal power relations between the assessor and assessed." In other words, the dominant voice in summative assessment is that of the lecturer, which, in many cases is the only voice. The most visible distinction between formative and summative assessment is that the former occurs during the learning and teaching process and therefore informs the process in terms of improvement, whilst the latter happens at the end of the learning and teaching process and therefore sums up the learning achievement. In addition to these forms of assessment, there are two approaches that underpin assessment, be it high stakes or low stakes. These approaches are norm-referenced assessment and criterion-referenced assessment.
Norm-Referenced Assessment
Norm-referenced assessment is more concerned with the handling of marks rather than assessment per se. Biggs (1999, p. 69) asserted that norm-referenced assessment "assumes that the characteristic being measured is stable and frequent, that it is normally distributed." It is following this notion, therefore, that the manipulation of scores so that they spread along a bell curve, arises (Biggs & Tang, 2007) . That is, it is envisaged that under normal circumstances, a few students should get low marks and few should get high marks. The majority of the scores should be bundled together in the middle, which results in a bell-shaped graph.
Furthermore, the manipulation of scores so that they are distributed along a bell curve arises from the constant comparison of students with each other. This comparison may be with current students but does not preclude past ones. In fact, as Biggs and Tang (2007) argued, failure to distribute scores along a bell curve is mostly interpreted to mean the dropping of standards, especially when more students get higher marks. Put another way, there is no expectation of a 100 per cent pass in a norm-referenced assessment scenario.
Criterion-Referenced Assessment
Criterion-referenced assessment refers to the explicit criteria that students must meet in order to succeed. In other words, in criterion-referenced assessment, students' performance is marked against a set criterion. This criterion is often provided to students prior to being assessed, that is, students know beforehand what is required and how it will be measured. For instance, the criterion would specify what it means to perform at an "A" level or what poor performance is. In this respect, the occasion for comparing one student against another does not arise (Biggs & Tang, 2007) . It is also possible that students negotiate the criterion. This negotiation is pivotal because the criterion must reflect what has been taught and what has been learnt. In fact, the dialogic learning and teaching process that Yorke (2003) , Clarence et al. (2015) , and HEA (2016) referred to earlier, is well achieved through criterion-referenced assessment. Biggs and Tang (2007, p. 179) argued that whilst norm-referenced assessment "makes judgements about people," criterion-referenced assessment "makes judgements about performance." Because criterion-referenced assessment sets a criterion beforehand and discloses it to students who are also invited to contribute, it is not very popular, not only because of time investment required but for the very interaction between the lecturer and students. It is far easier for students to be at the receiving end of assessment and for lecturers to do the planning and execution all by themselves. It should be mentioned that criterion-referenced assessment is largely associated with formative assessment, although, for instance, in the examination of dissertations and theses, it can also be summative (Biggs & Tang, 2007) .
It should be clear at this stage that the adoption of norm-referenced assessment places the lecturer in a position of power with the students stripped of any voice. In this system, it is unthinkable that students would question the marking criterion; instead, ideal students are those who receive the lecturer's judgement unquestioningly. It is the argument of this paper that issues of power relations in the education system cannot go unchallenged. This situation renders necessary the adoption of critical pedagogy so that students are empowered to challenge systems with the aim of contributing to their education and creating a better society.
Critical Pedagogy
Critical pedagogy is set to produce students who are critical of the education they are receiving and how they receive it. According to Abdollhzadah and Narafshan (2016, p. 197) , "critical pedagogy makes students question and challenge domination beliefs and practices." Through critical pedagogy, students realise that they are not simply passive recipients of education who, through duplication of dominant discourses, must also take part in fostering the status quo. They realise that they are active participants in the construction of knowledge and the dismantling of dominant discourses that undermine local ones. Through critical pedagogy, students are able to bring into focus the imperialistic agenda that promotes the ideals of a foreign culture at the expense of the local ones.
In fact, Phillipson (2009) contended that the UK and the USA are very explicit about promoting the use of English globally, which should be understood as a project of dominance. Although this "use" is fronted with the rhetoric of "choice," he argued, such choice is elusive because many are left with no choice at all. Higher education is a good example. Many institutions are faced with either offering degrees in the medium of English or risk being left out of the global academic enterprise. English has thus become a lucrative commodity.
The use of English is infused into the global education system to such an extent, as Phillipson (2009) further argued, that whenever citations of student-centred learning are made, more often than not, they refer to e-learning at the expense of dialogic open-ended syllabi. Similarly, whenever universities are encouraged to act globally, it simply means using English rather than a local language. The tragedy is that there are few people who see a problem with that. It is therefore the argument of this paper that such issues need to be addressed through the adoption of critical pedagogy.
Pedagogical orientations can be further divided into critical pedagogy and pedagogy of the mainstream, as outlined in Table 1 . As we can see, critical pedagogy favours local engagement where students form part of the system as they shape and are being shaped by the educational experience. As argued earlier, students could be involved through, inter alia, criterion-referenced assessment where they could negotiate with the lecturer even before the assessment is administered. This negotiation situates students in their local environment, which promotes a culture of equality where the hierarchical position of the lecturer is levelled so that they become partners in a mutual learning experience. It is against this backdrop that the research to which I shall now turn is framed. The student participants in this research are presented in the tradition of ethnographic thick description.
The Study
The study focuses on five students who sat the challenge test. The test itself had two sections: one seen and the other unseen. By seen, is meant that the text (normally a longer text like a novel or a drama-especially a Shakespearean play) was one that a student had studied. The unseen part consisted of a poem on which a student would be expected to do a stylistic analysis. In both sections, the student had to choose one question out of two possible questions.
It is important to situate each student so that we gain an understanding of, and insight into, the motivations that went into the texts that ultimately determined whether or not students were to be admitted to the honours programme. However, before situating these students, it is equally vital to explain the regulations for honours admission in the Department of English (hereafter, the department) at the HBU (hereafter, the university) and the birth of the challenge test. Like other academic departments in the university, students must obtain not less than 60% (in the major in which they want to do honours, in this case English) at Level Three to be admitted to an honours programme. However, in the department, a student who did not obtain 60% at Level Three but had been working (in many cases as a teacher) is given a challenge test because their proficiency in English is assumed to have improved through experience in the workplace. This was extended to include students who graduated from other universities (regardless of their third-year pass mark). It was later decided that even students who graduated from the university with 60% at Level Three but had not been studying for the past five years or more must sit the challenge test. However, the kind of proficiency envisaged Furthermore, before describing the students who sat the challenge test, I will describe the members of the department because that will assist in contextualising the marking and the judgements of the challenge test and assessment in general. Table 2 indicates the academics (i.e., L1, L2, . . . L18) in the department showing their nationality, race, and gender at the time the research was conducted. Suffice to say that the department had one senior professor, two associate professors, and the rest were lecturers. In addition, five of the 18 academics who were in the department when the research was conducted were employed on different contracts ranging from three months to three years whilst the rest were fulltime employees.
Although there were 18 academics in the department, not all of them marked the students' papers. Six academics marked the paper for student 1 (S1), five for S2, nine for S3, five for S4, and five for S5. After each candidate had written the paper, the honours coordinator distributed the question paper to the available academics, which explains why some papers were marked by more lecturers than others. The paper would therefore pass from one academic to another. However, academics were asked not to annotate in the student's script but to make comments on a separate sheet which the coordinator later collated. We shall now turn to the students who sat the challenge test.
Students
The first student (S1), a Swazi national who studied at a South African university, had a bachelor's degree in communication science with English and journalism as her majors. She made a telephonic enquiry about our honours programme and expressed an interest in enrolling. This telephonic conversation was with the head of department who reported that, based on their interaction, the candidate was competent. Because her junior degree was not purely in English, she was initially asked to submit a piece of writing so that her level of written English competence could be established. In addition to a strong influence of creative writing exposure, her writing bore traces of journalistic writing. She was therefore asked to sit a challenge test, the results of which will be discussed later.
The second student (S2), a black South African, had graduated from the university more than 10 years previously. His third-year English mark was less than 60%. That, coupled with the fact that he had not been studying for over 10 years, qualified him to sit the challenge test. For more than 10 years, he had worked for the Department of Education as an English educator. He was still teaching English at Grade 12 level. His writing was plain and did not have compositional sophistication, which many interpreted as shallowness. The plainness of his writing was influenced by the context of working with homogenous second-language learners. Furthermore, his writing could be understood from the theoretical foundation of communicative competence given that it displayed competence in communication, albeit with a few grammatical inaccuracies which, unfortunately, were interpreted by some to signal overall linguistic incompetence.
The third student (S3), a Zimbabwean, did his undergraduate studies in his native country. He was educated through a British system. Afterwards, he obtained teaching qualifications from the University of South Africa through distance learning. He was working for an independent school as an educator specialising in English. He had to sit the challenge test because he had never studied at the university. His writing caricatured academic discourse. It was impressionistic and bombastic but, nevertheless, accurate. Some interpreted this to mean depth whilst others were put off. It was clear that this student had had an exposure to academic articles and writing, which he was now exaggeratedly putting on display.
The fourth student (S4), a black South African, initially registered for honours in drama because he had majored in this field. His degree had required that he take English courses, however, due to accreditation issues, he was advised to take further courses in the department. He was therefore asked to sit a challenge test. He did not have much exposure to the English canon, but his dramatic art experience proved invaluable. The student's writing showed his engagement in dramatic art where, amongst other things, the notion of creativity and mimicry were intertwined. The accurateness of his writing seemed scripted and many marked it as an indication of linguistic competence and intelligence.
The fifth student (S5), also a black South African, was a college graduate. He initially came to the university to enrol for the Advanced Certificate in Education (ACE). After that, he registered for an honours degree in education, which he had not completed. He needed to sit the challenge test because his undergraduate English studies were not from the university. He had worked in several high schools as Head of Department for Languages. Although he majored in English and geography, he had only taught English. He had a particular interest in poetry. His reasons for pursuing an honours degree in English were both utilitarian and for self-development. He was seeking to move out of high school and perhaps become a university lecturer, and also to gain skills in the area of writing and publishing. His writing indicated exposure to postgraduate academic writing. His engagement with the text was indicative of a mature intellectual engagement.
Each script for these five students was marked by different lecturers. The scores and the comments are presented in tables. In a few cases, scores were recorded without comments whilst in other cases, there were comments without scores. Table 3 for instance shows the student (S1), the lecturers who marked the script, together with their scores for the seen and unseen question, and summarised comments. Each score is out of 100. The student (S1) was given an average score of 59. The comments were mostly positive. The lowest average score was given by L4 (48.5) and the highest was given by L5 (67.5), though L5 did not make any comments. Even though L18 did not give any score, the comments were positive.
If we look at the profile of the lecturers, it is interesting to note that out of the six who marked S1 paper, only one South African black man (L4) gave a negative response. L4 marked a total of three papers: for S1, S3, and S5 but gave a negative response only to S1. This student (S2) was given an average score of 56. The comments were a mixture of positive and negative. For instance, L3, L16, and L5 gave negative comments. However, whilst L3 and L5 gave average scores of 51.5 and 50.5 respectively, which appear to be in line with their negative comments, L16 gave an average score of 62.5, which seems at odds with the given negative comment.
Out of five lecturers who marked S2's paper, two gave positive responses and another two responded negatively. The Nigerian black female lecturer (L16) gave a positive score and a negative comment. The two who gave negative responses were a South African white woman (L3) and a Zimbabwean black man (L5). L16 marked two papers, namely, for S2 and S3. For S2, she gave a positive score but a negative comment, whilst for S3 it was the other way round. L3 marked a total of three papers-for S1, S2 (who received a negative response), and S3. L5 marked papers for all students who sat the test and responded negatively to only two (S2 and S3). This student (S3) was given an average score of 58. The comments were also a mixture of negative and positive. For example, L11 gave an average score of 60 but had few doubts. Similarly, L4 felt that the student could only be accepted on the basis of the unseen text and gave the average score of 56.5. L14 seems to suggest that the candidate is not good (in fact bad), although there had been worse cases in the past, and ended up giving an average score of 58. L2 and L5 were the most negative with average scores of 51.5 and 55.5, respectively.
Interestingly, nine lecturers marked S3's paper, which is by far the largest number compared to other papers. Four of the markers were positive and three were negative. The remaining two markers gave both positive and negative responses. The three markers who gave negative responses were the South African black man (L14), the South African white woman (L2), and the Zimbabwean black man (L5). The two who gave both negative and positive responses were the Nigerian Black man (L7) and the South African black man (L4). L14 marked only two papers: for S3 and S4, but gave a negative response to S3. L2 marked only one paper: for S3, which received a negative response. Out of five papers that L5 marked, there were only two negative responses given to S2 and S3. L7 marked only S3's paper and gave both a negative score and a positive comment. L4 marked three papers, namely, for S1, S3, and S5, and gave S3 a negative score and a positive comment. This candidate (S4) was given an average score of 60. Almost all comments were positive. Although L5 felt there were superficial language flaws, this candidate was given the highest average score of 65. L8 also spotted errors but thought the candidate had scholarly insight.
Out of the five who marked the paper for S4, all were positive except for the South African coloured man (L8) who gave a negative score and a positive comment. Apparently, L8 marked only S4's paper. This candidate (S5) was also given an average score of 60. All comments were positive. L12 gave the highest average score of 70 and felt that both the seen and unseen texts were handled well. Similarly, L5 gave the average score of 62.5, although there were no comments given.
All the five lecturers who marked S5's paper gave positive responses except for a South African black man (L4) who gave both a negative score and a positive comment. L4 marked a total of three papers, namely, for S1, S3, and S5 where S1 received a negative response whilst both S3 and S5 got a negative score and a positive comment. 
Discussion
The assessment that the five students were subjected to was typically summative. There was nothing they could learn from it; instead, it served to determine whether they were either accepted or rejected as potential English honours candidates. That is the nature of summative assessment, which in this instance was clearly norm-referenced. Both the comments and the scores are not based on any available criterion. Similarly, both the scores and comments become the deciding factors for the individual markers. In line with summative and particularly norm-referenced assessment, the student is objectified. The comments, ostensibly directed at the texts under scrutiny, slip into representing the student. Consider the following comments: The problem with these comments is that they are not based on any transparent criteria and are therefore prone to confusion. For instance, what does it mean that a student "can write" when all these students submitted pieces of written work? The criteria would specify, for instance, that a student would be said to can write if he or she does the following. But this would not resolve the problem. The case at hand is the writing, which must be judged against certain criteria, and not a student. It is the writing that must meet a certain clear standard, based on the criteria. Again, the comment that the student is a viable honours candidate does not help because it essentially does not speak to the text.
The same problem that the comments generate is carried over to the scores. If the student cannot write, the score no longer represents the text but the student. So, a student ends up being viewed as, say, a 50. Unfortunately, these comments and scores remain in the custody of lecturers, especially in the case of the challenge test. As such, the student's fate is sealed without him or her knowing-he or she is simply reduced to a locomotive 50.
It is clear, therefore, that the absence of criteria does not only lead to treating students as objects, but leads to varied judgements-not of performance but of students themselves, as Biggs and Tang (2007) asserted. These judgements of students are also varied, as exemplified in the following comments: One lecturer sees potential and intelligence but the other sees insufficient reading and writing skills. One sees a student who is thorough and, among other things, gives attention to detail whilst the other one sees thinness and lack of evidence. Certainly, most of these judgements emanate from personal experiences and from comparing these students with past ones, as L14 put it on her comment on S3 "we've had worse cases in the past." This is exactly what norm-referenced assessment does, as Biggs and Tang (2007) argued-a student can only be good in the light of others. This, therefore, explains why the comments seem to contradict: lecturers have gone through different experiences and each is appealing to a different archive.
The other notable problem is the disjuncture between comments and scores. Negative comments are generally associated with low scores and positive ones with high scores. A low score in this case would be anything below 60, which is the minimum entry score for honours. Take for instance the following comments and scores:
L4 commenting on S1: "with proper guidance can improve (48.5)," versus L11 commenting on the same student: "shows promise accept (61.5)." L16 commenting on S2: "attempt to discuss texts, language flawed (62.5)," versus L5 commenting on the same student: "syntactic and grammatical errors, rather weak (50.5)." L7 commenting on S3: "write well, give space (55) ."
L4 commenting on S5: "strongly suggest consider (54.5)."
The comments by L4 and L11 on S1 are similar. Both of them seem to suggest that the student is not "there yet" but has "promising" room for improvement. However, there is a huge difference in the manner that they translate these comments into scores (or scores into comments). L4 scores the student below 50 whilst L11 scores above 60. Similarly, L16's and L5's comments on S2 are similar.
They both see flaws in linguistic or grammatical expression. The difference is that L16 thinks the student is above 60 whilst L5 feels the student is a low 50. L7 recommends that the student be given a space, probably on the grounds that he writes well, but gives a score of 55. This score does not suggest that the student writes well. Similarly, L4 strongly suggests that the student be considered but the strong suggestion is not backed up by the score of only 54.5. It begs the question then of the basis for such a strong recommendation.
It is apparent now that the power to decide rests solely with the lecturer. With norm-referenced assessment as a theoretical backdrop, the students are subservient to the judgements of the lecturer.
In the context of this study, they are labelled in many different ways such as "misses point," "shows promise," "rather weak," "does not meet standard," "coherent," and so forth. These labels would not have arisen if there was a transparent criterion against which the writings were judged. It is all too common that students of English who do not come from a native speaker background are judged in this manner instead of having their work judged. The custodians of the language, in this case represented by the expertise of the lecturers, become gatekeepers, and students are left at their mercy. In this way, the whole rhetoric of dominance is perpetuated. On the other hand, the adoption of criterion-referenced assessment empowers students and removes undue hierarchical power of the lecturer. For instance, these students would only know that they were not successful but it would be nearly impossible to know how to improve as they would not be able to satisfy the individual expectations of the lecturers who marked their work. In other words, they would not know what level of English counts as good English.
Unfortunately, this approach to assessment does not take into account the motivations behind the manner in which students express themselves. That is, students' responses are universalised and removed from their location; they are detached from personal experiences and reduced to a simple cognitive activity. The result is that their responses are made to represent their intellectual capability as suggested by comments such as "intelligent," "conviction," "original," amongst others. It seems that the norm-referenced assessment adopted by these lecturers places them in a commanding position without appreciating the nuances of student experience. The dynamism of linguistic meaning as influenced by cultural and personal experiences is sidelined. There seems to be a perceived standard which is also constructed by the individual lecturer's experiences. Students are not offered an opportunity to interrogate this construction, and how through their responses they get represented. It must be highlighted that the manner in which this challenge test was assessed bears resemblance to how students are assessed in their undergraduate studies. The result is that students feel they must write to please or impress their lecturers, which in many cases means they must abandon discourses which form part of their intellectual repertoire. In this way, lecturers perpetuate the imperialistic dominance of English.
The muffled rhetoric among students in the university where the study was conducted is that whites and foreigners are mostly responsible for gatekeeping in the department. The analysis however does not support that rhetoric. The white South Africans, for instance, provided the most positive responses compared to black South Africans and foreign nationals. In fact, the black South Africans, white South Africans, and foreign nationals gave 2 negative responses each.
From this analysis, we can infer that racial construction has a way of masking problems that have a different explanation. This is not to downplay racial discrimination that persists in higher education all over the world (Arnett, 2015) . The issue here is the practice of norm-referenced assessment that mutes students' voices. One can even argue that the responses that the academics provided were a form of communication among themselves. They would have to reach consensus, especially in cases where others had given mixed responses. In such cases, the student is not given a platform to present his or her side of the story. In this way, through assessment, the academics retain absolute authority given that assessment is, unsurprisingly, said to be deeply embedded in political context (Shohamy, 2007) . Clearly, the norm-referenced assessment in this study adds to the number of presumed incompetent students.
In fact, the English language teaching (ELT) enterprise across the world is sustained by a myriad of courses that promise to address, inter alia, incompetence among English second-or foreign-language learners (Phillipson, 2009) . It turns out, however, that this supposed incompetence is exaggerated if not nonexistent. It is not that students are incompetent, but that their competence draws from their locality and is influenced by their cultural lineages. ELT seeks to correct all of that so that every student across the globe subscribes to a singular notion of correctness. Boughey (2002) , for instance, suggested that in HBUs there is an already negative labelling of students based on their English additionallanguage background. In her critique of the Practical English course exam questions offered in one HBU at the end of 1996, she referred to one question where students were asked to correct sentences among which were the following:
 When an animal moult, it lose its hair.
 Rabies are dangerous.
 I am very much grateful.
 He is a generous somebody (Boughey, 2002, p. 305) Boughey (2002) argued that most of the sentences students were asked to correct represent a common African local usage, which in that respect may not be regarded as incorrect per se. The tendency, therefore, is to immediately expect that English additional-language students' performance will not be on par with that of home-language speakers. We have seen how this plays out within normreferenced assessment.
Conclusion
The expansion of English through the project of colonisation has been sustained through formal education in the classroom. The aspect of education that wields more power and control over students is assessment (McNamara, 2001 ). This power and control is validated by the fact that students are placed at the receiving end, especially when they do not have the linguistic means that would enable them to equally engage with their lecturers. In France, for instance, academics signed a petition for allowing publications to be done in French because, among other things, they argued that "there is no better way of dialoguing with an authority except in one's own language" (Phillipson, 2009, p. 215) . Without doubt, English has been adopted by many countries and their people from various localities. This has given rise to varieties of English as influenced by different localities. In other words, English has taken different forms that reflect the local. Unfortunately, the "centre," which is predominantly Britain and the USA, has commoditised English to the extent that the world must buy this language through a myriad of courses. In many instances, it means students must give up local expressions because they are regarded as deviant. The manner in which deviancy is established is through assessment. The consequence is that students are stripped of their ability to dialogue with their lecturers because the English they use does not match a perceived standard.
Furthermore, Medgyes' (1996) view, that a non-native can never achieve a native speaker's competence because "their use of English is but an imitation of some form of native use" and that "they can never be as creative and original as those whom they have learnt to copy" (p. 34), is narrow and uninformed to say the least. His argument only serves to entrench the dichotomy of the native/non-native speaker where the former is a touchstone. For this reason, the native/non-native speaker dichotomy has proven problematic. Rampton (1996) proposed that this dichotomy be diffused by replacing native speaker with expert. His argument is that native speaker has more to do with identification. This is different from expertise, which is learnt, relative, partial, and people have to go through the process of certification to achieve it (Rampton, 1996) . Nonetheless, it seems this was only a semantic change because the ideology remains intact. That is, the expert who goes through the process of certification does so in order to obtain a native-like identity in terms of linguistic expression and proficiency. Moreover, it is through this certification process that imperialistic expansion of the English language is maintained. In other words, this certification universalises English facility, which makes lecturers judge students who deviate from this universal norm as "weak" or "below standard." Assessment plays a huge role in the certification process and the norm is that students are more often than not left out.
Moreover, there has been a tendency to racialise problems associated with English teaching and learning. This study, in brief, has showed that some problems that would be racially tagged on the surface, are actually rooted in pedagogical practice. In other words, racial classification in some instances serves to obfuscate problems that otherwise have a pedagogical explanation-like the use of norm-referenced assessment in this study which stifles students' voices.
The argument of this paper has been that students could still be brought into dialogue with their lecturers. Criterion-referenced assessment grants them that opportunity. Through criterionreferenced assessment, students can negotiate the judgement of their performance so that they are not subjected to judgements of their persons. The move towards criterion-referenced assessment is ideological in a sense that it acknowledges students as active constructors of their knowledge. Therefore, critical pedagogy becomes instrumental in positioning students as active players in shaping their educational experience. It empowers students with tools to question and resist imperialistic tendencies of English assessment. At the same time, it allows lecturers to reflect on epistemological underpinnings that inform their actions towards students. This is important in the context of HBUs because assessment, especially of English, has been influenced by subtleties of a colonial mindset that elevates the colonial regime that regards facility in English as synonymous with intelligence. This is one way of contributing towards decolonisation of education.
